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BOOK REVIEWS
The Papaloapan Project: Agriculfural Developmenf
in the Mexican Tropics
By
THOMAS T. POLEMAN
Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1964.
Pp. xiv, 167, $4.50

The United States currently is engaged in financing programs
having goals of promoting economic growth in underdeveloped
nations. One such program is the Alliance for Progress with proposed expenditures in excess of a billion dollars specifically in the
area of Latin America.
One cannot help but be impressed with the number and quality of
recently published books dealing with economic growth and analyses
of development programs either in newly emerging nations, or in
the case of Latin America, not-so-newly emerging but still underdeveloped nations. Perhaps partly responsible for this outpouring
of books is the excitement of describing man's activities in the ancient battle with nature for survival.
At first glance the modest book by Poleman may appear to be one
of many dealing with regions unheard of by any but the professional
geographer. But the complacency is soon dispelled when the author
indicates that the book has the purpose of describing and analyzing
the first of the resettlement programs in tropic Latin America. Consequently, the "proyectismo" nature of the project-that of "unduly
optimistic initial pronouncements succeeded by a rash of expensive
errors, declining official interest, and eventual abandonment"-can
be an object lesson for those engaged in encouraging foreign resource development, particularly for Agency for International Development project planners. The purpose of the book, then, is to
present an object lesson in tropical zone resource development.
The Papaloapan Project is a government-sponsored regional development program located in the 17,800-square-mile basin of the
Papaloapan River in southeastern Mexico. It has been characterized
as Mexico's "Tennessee Valley Authority." Much of the activities
were concentrated in a tropical zone lying between Vera Cruz to the
north and the Yucatan Peninsula to the south and east. The project
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was funded by the Mexican Government in 1947 under the regime
of Alemfin (1946-1952), continued by Cortines (1952-1958), and
sharply curtailed during the administration of L6pez Mateos. New
investments were virtually suspended in 1961.
The natural and economic resources of Mexico in general and the
Papaloapan River Basin in particular are described in the first half
of the book. As the agricultural economy was assigned a leading
role in the basin, a chapter of the book deals with land use, land
tenure, and systems of agricultural production. As expected, the
agricultural economy is typical of tropical Latin America, with a few
large estates (mostly cattle ranches) and many marginal, subsistence-type and primitively-operated farms that are periodically
abandoned as soil fertility is exhausted.
Again, and as usual, the Papaloapan Commission charged with
the development of the project is described in detail, including its
origin, an organization chart, and discussion of the functions of each
segment of the commission. An unusual element is added with a
description of some of the leading administrators in the commission.
Perhaps the most interesting part of this portion of the book is the
account of how "the Commission enjoyed the leadership of a (young
and vigorous) Vocal Ejecutivo (together the two terms apparently
mean executive in charge) who was uncommonly capable and not
afraid to experiment." Rather than continue the original plan of a
few major flood-control works and super highways, he laid plans for
a secondary road system and placed emphasis on agricultural development and a program on agricultural credit. Unfortunately, this
leader died before much of his program could be adopted; his program died with him.
The objectives of the Commission were to control previous serious flooding in the lower basin, convert the basin into a healthful
living place, promote agriculture through drainage and supplemental
irrigation, generate electrical power for eventual industrialization
of the basin and neighboring regions, create new urban centers, convert the river system into a navigable waterway, and construct an
adequate communications network.
Perhaps the key objective was the promotion of agriculture, for
a prosperous agricultural economy was believed to be the key to
eventual rapid economic growth. Actually, prevention of flooding,
conversion of the basin into a healthful living place, and construction of an adequate communication network were complementary
activities in increasing agricultural production.
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The record of accomplishments described' by Poleman indicates
partial success in the first and last objectives-prevention of flooding and establishing a communication network-and mostly failure
in the other objectives. The major reason for the failures, and
herein lies the major value of the book, is the extremely paternalistic
approach used in the Papaloapan resource development project.
Shortcomings of the book are few and minor. Although the
author was hampered by inadequate statistical data, at least more
than an occasional casual reference to crop yields in the basin would
give readers a necessary measure of the quality of resources, both
natural and human. Also, three unsuccessful paternalistic pilot agricultural schemes were described in detail, but only passing reference was made to an apparently successful non-paternalistic agricultural project.
Quite aside from the value of the book to resource planners,
political scientists will find the book revealing for its insight into the
political machinery of one of the more advanced Latin American
nations. Agriculturalists, on the other hand, many interpret the
difficulties experienced in this, the first of the tropical resettlement
programs, as justification for continuance of the latifundia program
common to many tropical Latin American nations.
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